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A little rain fell: Lessons learned from Harvey

Alan Vierling, DNP, RN, NEA-BC, FABC

Executive Vice President Harris Health System

Administrator Lyndon B. Johnson Hospital
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Established Hospitals
New or Under Construction  
Hospitals Closed Hospitals

Who we are: Location of LBJ vs other hospitals

LBJ
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Majority of patients at or below federal poverty limit

2017 Federal Poverty Limit: $24,600
(For a family of four) 

• Minimum wage: $7.25/hour 
• Annual full-time employment: $15,080/year

Harris Health System provided $648.7 million in charity care in fiscal year 2016.

Who we serve: Caring for the working poor

Patient demographics
Hispanic = 59.6%

Black = 24.9%
Caucasian = 8.3%

Asian = 4.8%
Native American = 0.02%

Other = 2.1%
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• We pay in the 50% percentile

• 90% of employees live outside our 
service area

• 43% of nurses have 5 or less years of 
experience

• Nearly all of our employees drive past 
about 6 hospitals on their way to LBJ

• LBJ employees have a mission to serve

Our team: Motivated to pay it forward
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Harvey: A heroic response to a historic storm
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• 546 EC visits during the storm

• 1,065 in-patient days

• 600+ LBJ employees were on our ride-out team

• 180+ evacuees were dropped off at the hospital 
during the storm. (They were provided food and 
shelter.)

• 14,000+ meals provided during storm

• 250+ managed leaks were recorded during the 
hurricane and moisture issues developed after the 
storm.  

• 6 feet of water to area roads that surrounded the 
hospital 

• 12+ patient transfers from/to LBJ via U.S. Coast 
Guard helicopter (without the aid of a helipad)

• 24 babies were born at LBJ during the hurricane

• 1 Airdrop of breast milk

• 123 dialysis procedures 

• 17 surgeries performed

• 1st emergency brain surgery performed in 
hospital history 

• 7 dogs and 1 cat

• 133 beds lost to moisture 

• Dozens of surgeries delayed

• 50 % of OB volume shifted to Ben Taub

• 100+ patients transferred to other facilities in 
last two weeks

• 1 Med-Surg Unit Opened at Ben Taub

• 0 equipment lost 

LBJ’s Harvey response: By the numbers
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Lessons learned: Trust your training

• Choose your team wisely
(600 for ride out)

• Make a decision once

• Don’t second guess

• There’s talking time and 
there’s walking time

• Simplify the mission

• “Keep it safe so everyone 
goes home.”
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Lessons learned: Communicate early and often

Communications channels 
used:
• Email
• Employee hotline
• Digital signage
• Newsletters
• And more
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Lessons learned: Employee listening 

What are your employees saying about you on social media?
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Lessons learned: When crisis hits, you’re no longer just the hospital

180 evacuees sought shelter at LBJ

During a crisis, trusted community 
institutions become the answer to 

every community problem.
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Lessons learned: Awareness

• Managing staff expectations for a five-day ride experience
• Staff can be heroes and victims
• Managing burnout and fatigue during and after the disaster
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Lessons learned: Humor opens doors
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Lessons learned: Empathy is essential

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=imgres&cd=&ved=0ahUKEwiA6LCPw-bWAhVj8IMKHT9bAJoQjRwIBw&url=http://quotes4sharing.com/3358/&psig=AOvVaw1XE5DD0ILqdjp5da46Pwf3&ust=1507741016847936
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=imgres&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjV7OqYxObWAhXl5IMKHRJyBdsQjRwIBw&url=https://www.sweetfactory.com/hershey-kisses-milk-chocolate-silver-wrapped-4-2-lb-bag/&psig=AOvVaw2PZSV3dBuYX89khOifpcoh&ust=1507741305276198


harrishealth.org 14

Lessons learned: Give them a break!

• Recreation
• Bingo
• Zumba
• Prayer services
• Down time 
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Lessons learned: Agility

• No idea is crazy in a crisis
• Outside life experience matters
• Be open-minded
• Try everything
• Failure is OK, just don’t quit
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Lessons learned: Hire the right people and get out of the way

LBJ performs first emergency brain surgery during Hurricane Harvey 

Prepare to be amazed.
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Local and State

• Improved communications with 
emergency response teams
• Emergency Operations Center online request 

form was routing to the state, rather than the 
local office

• This delayed receipt of our request for 
resources

• Communications vectors with air 
resources both federal and local

• There will always be a need for more 
shelters 

LBJ Hospital 

• High-water truck

• Boat

• Helipad

• Better drainage on surrounding 
roads

Disaster preparedness wish list
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Final thoughts

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l0VXyjCXs78

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=l0VXyjCXs78

